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Prologue


Ashton Ryan





Inever meant to become a cop. 

And yet, somehow, I did. I’m not exactly sure when it happened, maybe it was somewhere between hearing my stepfather lecture about his days on the force or those cool eyes made of black coal that seemed to wrap around my throat whenever Clemmons brought it up, whenever he looked at me a certain way, with a certain expectation. Sipping his bourbon, the golden watch glimmering on his wrist as Clemmons whispered my name in the darkness, searing the air between us. 

Yeah, becoming a cop was never in the cards for me. 

At least, I didn’t think it was. I was an army brat through and through, born and bred by years of service. I did several tours in Iraq because he suggested it and because I liked the looks he gave me, the looks of appreciation that I filed away as something more. Something significant when they were anything but.

The sound of heavy boots pounding against the floor filled the room as I was forcefully slammed against the wall. The officers were like a wall of muscle, their breaths hot and heavy against my skin. My vision blurred as one of them wrenched my arm behind my back, and I hissed through clenched teeth, my heart pounding like a trapped drum.

The cold bite of the handcuffs against my wrists was a brutal reminder of the reality I was trying so desperately to deny. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to drown out the noise and the chaos. The muffled shouts and the clatter of equipment were swallowed by the roar of blood in my ears. Please, I thought, please let this be a nightmare.

“Don’t move!” A commanding voice pierced through the fog of fear, and before I could even process it, I was yanked around so fast my stomach churned violently. The rumpled sheets on the bed were damning evidence of my guilt, a cruel reminder of my decisions that had led to this moment.

I tried to catch a glimpse of Clemmons, but my view was blocked. The struggle of five men wrestling him to the ground was a muffled chaos in the distance. Clemmons would fight. He would brawl like a beast until they were forced to put him down, to neutralize the threat. Each grunt and scuffle was gut-wrenching and I knew they wouldn’t stop. They were going to take him away from me. The thought was suffocating.

I turned my head away, only to come face-to-face with Agent Michaels. He leaned against the wall with an air of detached amusement, chewing on a toothpick. The slow, predatory smile that curled his lips was the last thing I saw before he spoke.

“Yeah… I thought so… Take him away, boys.”

A guttural cry of desperation clawed its way up my throat as I began to struggle, panic flaring in my chest. My eyes darted between the officers, but I knew. I knew them too well. I used to be one of them. They weren’t going to let me go. They weren’t going to let me slip through their grasp. I had spent my career trying to uphold the law, to be part of something greater, but deep down I had always feared this moment. 

I was never meant to be a cop. 

Because sooner or later I was going to be a traitor to them all.








  
  

one

The Unlikely Alliance





Basking in the scorching Los Angeles sun, I leaned against the sleek black Bentley, feeling the heat beat down on my neck. I sighed, slipping my eyes closed. It was one of those days. The types of days where I indulged in vivid, but brief fantasies about finding my useless CI, Nate, and violently strangling him to death. I was, of course, being overdramatic. Cops didn’t strangle people. It was evidence of how much my irritation with the useless piece of trash had spiked to a dangerous level. I didn’t bother checking the time, knowing that Nate didn’t believe in things like being punctual. 

My red aviator sunglasses shielded most of the light and I resisted the urge to fiddle with the handle of my 9MM, which was snuggled in my holster. Its glossy black finish seamlessly blending with the holster material, like a rocket ready to launch.

And ready to be shoved down Nate’s fucking throat.

I listened carefully for any sign of movement near the mouth of the alleyway where I’d parked my car. As the first light of day painted the sky, Los Angeles awoke to its signature traffic sonata. Cars inched forward, their movements choreographed by the ebb and flow of commuters. A light breeze whispered through the gridlock, providing a subtle respite from the urban hustle and bustle. Then it came. The familiar sound of feet pounding against concrete and a body came barreling out behind a dilapidated building.

My lips quirked and I shook my head. Three… two… one…

I slammed into Nate like a linebacker, sending him tumbling over the roof of my car and onto the searing concrete with a loud thud. He scrambled to his feet. The bastard was filthy and scrappy, a mile fucking high, and way too twitchy for my liking. 

“LAPD!” I shouted, but Nate bolted. I cursed chasing after him, my feet eating up the distance between us. “Don’t make me chase you, Nate! We both won’t be happy after this!”

“Fuck you!” Nate hissed, rounding the corner so fast his feet slipped on the concrete and he skidded around the bend. Taking advantage of his clumsiness, I grabbed his jacket and yanked him back. Nate gave a startled cry and rounded on me, but I punched him in the gut. He crumpled around my fist, wheezing slightly.

“Are you finished?” I asked, staring down at him. “Now, let’s talk.”

“Fuck you, Ashton. I ain’t got shit to do with this and you know it.” He glared up at me and I tracked the teardrop tattoos from the corner of his eyes. There were five of them; his skin was a map of spiderwebs and Hail Mary’s that was enough to cover almost every inch of available flesh. Nate’s blond hair was buzz-cut and shining with sweat.

“All I know is that time is ticking, and I’ve got a cell with your name on it. Now talk.”

“Eat shit, pig!” Nate spat on the ground, his face was covered in grit, and he stank to the high heavens. “You tricked me.” 

That’s what they all say, I wanted to snort. By the time Nate realized I was a cop it was too late, and he was already neck-deep in feeding me all the information I needed about the kingpin and the Russian mafia, so in order not to go to prison he flipped and became my informant for the time being until we could bring the kingpin down.

“Hey, man, if your drug dealer has all his teeth, he’s probably a cop.” I wrenched him up higher and punched him again. “That’s for making me come find you at the ass crack of dawn.” I dropped him like a sack of potatoes and then took my cuffs from my belt. I held him up, twisting his arms for good measure, and scoffing while he screamed like a bitch. “Now talk.”

“All right!” Nate finally said, his face pinched in pain. “Damn, man, you’re gonna rip my fuckin’ arms off!” 

“You don’t need them where you’re going. I’m sure your mouth will be just fine. Talk. Now.” 

“H-He’s back,” Nate stuttered. “And buying up all kinds of real estate, if ya know what I mean?”

“What kind of real estate?” I demanded.

“The big kind. From the big O to Crank, that motherfucker’s got it all, but he’s untouchable with the Winter Falcon watching him.”

“The Winter Falcon?” The name sent a shiver down my spine. I’ve heard it many times before, whispered in the dark. It was the ghost haunting my footsteps, the shadows dancing on the wall, and the most wanted man the DEA had in their sights. “You’ve seen him?”

“A Siberian motherfucker,” Nate said, his spittle flying. “He’s big and fuckin’ dangerous, man, ain’t nobody wants to fuck with him, but word on the street is that they’re at odds. Somethin’s goin’ on between them and I ain’t stickin’ ’round to find out what.”

“Of course you won’t. Orange is definitely your color, you won’t have to worry about anything else for a long time,” I said. “Have you seen him? Can you identify the kingpin?”

“Fuck no!” Nate hissed. “He’s always shadowed in the dark, man. The only person who ever gets close—the only person who sees him is the Winter Falcon.”

Same shit different day. I huffed in annoyance. The kingpin was far too elusive and everything kept coming back to the damn Winter Falcon. “Is there a drop?”

“Fuck if I know!”

“Mhm… it doesn’t look like you need your legs either…”

“All right! Jeez,” Nate said. “Two days from now. I don’t know the details, but it’s gonna be big. Word on the street is, Winter Falcon will be there personally to see it through.”

I scoffed, hauling him back to my car. Nate sputtered wildly but I shoved him in the back and slammed the door shut. Real estate, eh? Mhm. So, after all this time the man was finally making his move? This wasn’t good news. Although Nate’s intel was reliable, I realized things were about to get even more fucked up than ever before. 

He was back. The person that would bring down the notorious kingpin of LA. The one flooding the streets with tar and forcing the youth to waste away. Our special narcotics team had been tracking this guy for years, but he’s been far too elusive. Not much was known about him or the people he ran with until he started resurfacing again.

I clicked my tongue and resisted the urge to smoke.

I radioed it in and drove back to the precinct. 


      [image: ]Crossing the threshold, I stepped into the bustling bullpen of the LAPD Narcotics Department. Detectives huddle around desks adorned with case files and monitors displaying ongoing operations. The atmosphere was charged with a sense of urgency, punctuated by the occasional ring of phones and the tapping of keyboards. The aroma of coffee mingled with the low murmur of conversations made me eager to start the day and write up my report. Nate’s information would need to be documented during the meeting this morning and I was eager to present my information to become the lead LAPD detective on this case. If we could bring down the Winter Falcon, then my name would be put on the fucking map. It would be the ultimate goal to get noticed by the higher-ups.

Even though I was a rookie, having only been on the force for six months, I was ready to prove myself and fill the shoes my stepfather once wore in this very office. Although he retired years ago, I could barely breathe in the shadow that Johnathan Ryan the Third cast over the narcotics team. I was just booting up my computer when I felt a heavy weight lean against my desk. Lieutenant Vanessa Quinn stared down at me, her arms crossed over her chest. 

“Mhm, am I hallucinating? Or did you forget to bring us our morning coffee?”

Crap. I’d just dropped off Nate and I had been too busy thinking about the information to remember. “Ah—sorry, Vanessa, I’ve got a report to do and well, maybe you guys can go without your vices today?” I asked, ducking my head. There wasn’t a chance in hell she’d let me off and we both know it. 

As the rookie it was my job to be the designated ass licker. 

Not that I minded licking ass, I just preferred to have a little more choice in the matter. Besides, rumor had it that Lieutenant Quinn was married to a man that worked for the FBI and I knew she had all the right connections to hook me up and get me in touch with the right people, so in the meantime if I had to lick some ass, I better damn well get on my knees to do it. 

“I’ve had three hours of sleep, Ryan. On top of that, my kid thinks it’s the best time to start learning how to play the drums at five in the morning. So, the way I see it is, I can be Barbie, once I get my morning fix, or I can be Annabelle today. You pick.”

She was Annabelle most days even with her coffee fix. Complete with her head turning a full 180-degree angle, but I still like having my neck intact so I didn’t dare point it out. 

“I’ll go get it right away,” I said, scrambling out of my desk. 

“I’m glad we understand each other.” She smirked, crossing her arms over her tight white t-shirt. “I’ll have my usual and don’t be late coming back.”

A chorus of coffee orders was hurled at me on my way out the door. They all spoke at once, but I’ve been doing it for the past six months so I knew all of their orders by heart. Soon, I’d be promoted to ball licker, which arguably would be a step up because at least then I wouldn’t have to get their coffee. I’d just be doing all the paperwork instead. Great. Nothing like stacks of mind-numbing paperwork that made deep-throating the barrel of my gun look more and more tempting with each passing minute. I stamped down my annoyance and headed to the nearest Starbucks. The place was crammed from front to back with people packed like sardines in a can. I flashed my badge, forcing my way to the front, and lowered my red aviators, tossing Niki a wink. “Ashton,” she all but purred. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Just the usual, Niki. You know how I like it. Dark and black just like my soul.” I winked at her.

“I do,” she said, licking her cherry lips. “Why don’t you come out with me tonight? I might even let you put a little creamer in my coffee.”

I laughed but cringed inwardly. Jesus, did that actually work on straight guys? Probably. Not that Niki wasn’t attractive, I’d just be more attracted to her if she was six-foot-four and built like an eighteen-wheeler. “Sorry, babe. Official police business and all that, you know how it is.”

Niki pouted and was just about to respond but someone from behind me said, “Are they paying you to flirt or make coffee?” 

Obviously, this guy had a limited understanding of what customer service was. It was undeniable that they were paying her to do both. I mean tips, hello? Jesus, what was this world coming to? She shot the guy a scathing look before she went back to make the orders. By the time I stepped out of there, my hands were full with five drinks, several bags of scones, muffins, other pastries, and of course, Niki’s phone number. I came back just as the meeting was about to start. 

“All right, so who ordered the—” I was immediately swarmed. Everyone grabbed their coffee and pastries, grumbling about how long I took to come back. I saw Vanessa instantly relax as she took a long sip of her mocha latte. They came like a swarm of hens, plucking at the food until there was nothing but crumbs left. I sighed. It was all part of the job. 

I followed them all into the conference room, taking a seat near the front. Everyone chatted to each other until the clicking of heels made the room lapse into silence. 

Sergeant Cassandra Chambers strode into the room, her red heels like the crack of thunder. She wore a tight pencil skirt accenting her narrow hips and her tight blouse hugged her chest in a way that made her body look voluptuous. 

“All right, whose nuts am I breaking today?” she said, filling through some paperwork before slamming it on the table. “What do we have on the Winter Falcon? Detective Sullivan, you’re up, and if I don’t like what you have to say, I’m switching out my heels for my steel-toe boots.”

Detective Marcus Sullivan stood, his black shirt stretched across his massive forearms and he rested his hands against his belt. He was their lead tech assistant in Digital Forensics and Network Security, feeding agents information whenever they were in the field. The man was built like a Ford F-150 but spent most of his time glued to his desk so nobody had a clue how he was so ripped. “No need for that, Sarge, I got exactly what you need.”

“Give it to me, baby, and don’t make me beg,” Cassandra said without missing a beat. Her wild black curls tumbled down her shoulders and she flicked her bangs away from her eyes.

Sullivan dimmed the lights in the conference room. The glow of the projector cast an eerie ambiance as it flickered to life, illuminating the blank screen. “We’ve been hunting the Winter Falcon for months, and today, we might have caught our first glimpse of him.” He tapped a few keys on his laptop, and the projector displayed a shadowy image on the screen.

The figure was tall and muscular, the details blurred by the surveillance feed’s limitations. Sullivan gestured towards the indistinct image. “This is the Winter Falcon. As you can see, the feed is far from perfect, but it’s the best we’ve got. Little is known about the Winter Falcon,” Sullivan continued. “We believe he’s a highly skilled hitman, possibly ex-military. The intel suggests he hails from Siberia, but I’m not buying it. I think that’s just a cover. Our sources indicate he’s been hired to guard a notorious kingpin, and he’s proven to be one of the best snipers I’ve seen in my career.”

“How good?” Cassandra demanded.

Sullivan looked at her. “He shot seven of my drones and surveillance cameras approximately two thousand nine hundred yards away. However, when I checked, the bullets came from a 6S8/6S8-1 sniper rifle.” There were several collective gasps around the room. “Yeah, we’re talking Carlos Hathcock and Chris Kyle good.”

Shit. Now that was pretty impressive. I watched Cassandra’s face change and I knew that taking down this kingpin would take a lot more caliber than this department had combined. It wasn’t unusual to call in the feds at this point, but I could tell Cassandra didn’t want to. It wasn’t their jurisdiction just yet, and if they could take down the kingpin then it would be a big win for their department. 

“Our objective is clear. We need to unmask the Winter Falcon, find out who he really is, and, more importantly, who he’s working for. We can’t afford to underestimate him. His connections run deep, and his skill set is top-notch. This is a dangerous game, but it’s one we have to play if we’re going to take down the kingpin and dismantle their operation.”

The image of the Winter Falcon lingered on the screen, a mysterious and elusive figure that had become the focal point of their investigation. There was something about his stance that seemed vaguely familiar, but I shrugged it off. The low hum of the projector and the distant sounds of the precinct outside filled the room. 

“I see,” Cassandra said. “Anyone have any suggestions?”

I stood up. “I do,” I spoke. “I spoke with my CI and he said the kingpin was planning a drop in two days. He’s been buying up real estate and I guess he’s looking for a space to move all of his material. I think we should go for it and set up an area to catch the Winter Falcon. It’ll most likely be in a high-rise area, with little visibility. They’ll be expecting us by now, but if we move quickly, then I think we might have the advantage.”

“You have Nate in custody?” Cassandra beamed.

“I picked him up this morning.” I knew Cassandra and the others would be worried about tipping off the kingpin, but I already had that covered by keeping Nate in a top-secret location, aka prison, but it was still safer than being on the streets. Once we got prepared to launch our attack, Nate would no longer be safe.

“Good work, rookie. Now, this is what leadership looks like!” she praised. “Make him talk. I want every detail on that drop and then we move in. No more CIs and no more boots on the ground. We take the Winter Falcon or we take the kingpin. Obviously, we’d do better with the latter, but we’ve gotta move. If Nate’s been picked up, then he’ll most likely have a tail on him soon. Get him into that protective custody as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” I nodded.

“Ashton, you can take the lead on this one since Nate is your CI and you know him the best. Since you’re our firearms expert, I want full forensic ballistics on the most recent hit the Winter Falcon has done. I’ll be bringing in some fresh blood to the team, Special Agents Javier Andres and Trent Michaels will be with us going forward from the Narcotics Bureau in Atlanta. Everyone rest up tonight, because tomorrow, we’re going to gut that motherfucker.” 

The room erupted in applause and I smiled, feeling pride swell in my chest. If you asked me why I wanted to become a cop it was for this. The moment of bringing down heinous scum and remembering that we were justice. We were the law. Once this was over, I could finally prove myself worthy of being on the force.


      [image: ]“Hey! Wait up!” a voice called to me as I stride toward my desk. Natalie’s heels clicked on the linoleum floors, her blonde tousle hair bouncing with every step. “You ran out there so fast I thought your ass was on fire. Did you eat another bean burrito for breakfast?”

I rolled my eyes. “That was once, Nat, and I’m never eating that and drinking milk ever again.” I tossed my paperwork onto my desk and swiveled in my chair to face her. “Did you need something? Or did you plan to torment me with memories past?”

Natalie bit back a smile, her pink lipstick enhancing her creamy skin. “Fine. I won’t talk about how you almost blew a hole through the toilets. We can save that for any other time. What I did want to talk to you about was if you were going to your stepfather’s country club tonight?”

Shit. That was tonight? I gaped at her then hurried to check the calendar. I groaned. “Fuck, I completely forgot. What time does it start?”

“Five o’clock, but my mother made me swear to be there by four so I figured we could be in hell together.”

I scrubbed my face, turning to stare at the paperwork in front of me. This would take all day to finish, not to mention I had to talk to Nate later to get more information on the drop. “I’ll have to call him and cancel—”

“No!” Natalie exclaimed. “Please, you can’t force me to go alone. My mom will kill me. Please? I’ll help you finish this up and we can go together.”

My mouth twitched. Nobody in the office knew I fucked men, least of all Natalie. Our parents were close friends at the country club and our families came from a long lineage of blue bloods. Even though Natalie and I were fairly new to the force, we had established careers working in law enforcement before moving to the narcotics team six months ago together. 

I never really classified myself as gay, at least not in the way that some men wore it as a tramp stamp or badge of honor. I’ve only had sexual encounters with one man, and they were the ones that I’ve enjoyed far more immensely than the ones I’ve had with women and therefore, I rightly decided that I would just stick to one sex instead of the other.

I scrubbed my beard, feeling the hair bristle beneath my fingertips. It’d been a while since I’d shaved and I knew my brown hair was lying listless over my brow. I pondered for a moment what she would think if she knew that I liked to fuck men. Well, a man. My heart panged at the thought of him, but I shoved it away. It had been five years already. 

There was no way he was coming back now. It was best for both of us to just move on. He certainly had, but the lingering memories of his Acqua di Parma cologne wove an ambered embrace of timeless elegance. He was posh and refined, like aged malt. He’d worn me like a copper coin to carbon’s touch, tarnishing the edges of my resilience with each breath of time. I tried dating once, but it ended in a disaster. Besides, I was much too busy with work to worry about that. Maybe some fresh air wouldn’t hurt.

“Fine. I’ll go, just help me finish this shit and I need to talk to Nate.”

Natalie beamed at him and hopped off the desk. “Right away!” She gave me a mock salute and took her seat beside me, getting work on the stack of paperwork I had built up beside me. 

Fuck, it was going to be a long day. 








  
  

two

A Bullet for the Heart





We worked for several hours until Vanessa called me into the interrogation room. Nate was dressed prettily in his orange uniform, his face sour from having to wear the cuffs but the fucker more than deserved it. Even though I joked around, Nate was a hardened criminal. The bastard would serve fifty years to life for killing several minors in cold blood by selling them Crank. He was a kid killer, which was vile next to the rapists and pedophiles in prison. 

Nate would need our protection. For a small fee of course. I popped a stick of nicotine-free gum into my mouth and strolled into the room, tossing the papers onto the steel table. Nate jumped, his buzzed hair looking more severe, and cockroach eyes staring up at me. “The fuck…?”

“So, where’s the drop gonna be?” I said, chewing my gum. The warm air tickled the back of my neck and I rolled my sleeves to my elbows and fiddled with the watch on my wrist. “Come on, Nate. I don’t got all day. Your mom gets off work at four and I promised I’d pick her up.”

Nate’s face twisted in anger. “Fuck you.”

I laughed mirthlessly. “We both know I’m not the one getting fucked. Now, tell me what I want to know.”

“Or else what? You’ll arrest me? Because from where I’m sittin’ there ain’t fuck all you can do for me besides buy me a fuckin’ casket.”

“That’s what you think.” I slid some papers over to him. Nate regarded me for several moments and he leaned over to have a look. It was standard deal. Nothing too special, but I knew Nate would be tempted because we were moving him to a protective custody. Less crowded in a different city. In case news of his involvement spread and he needed our protection, it would be easier to transport him out quickly.

“Just like that?” Nate asked, but there was a hopeful gleam in his eyes.

“Just like that,” I lied, keeping my face passive. “Now, tell me what I need to know. What’s going on during this drop?”

Nate chewed on his lower lip. “Fine. Word on the street is… Winter Falcon’s lookin’ to defect. Turn I mean, against the kingpin but he needs an army to do it. Guns. Product. That’s why he’s been buying up real estate. They’re goin’ to war. With each other.”

My breath caught, but I revealed nothing. Fuck. “But he is his bodyguard. How could he go against him?”

“Ya know how those Europeans are,” he said, waving his hand. “There ain’t nothin’ they won’t do. The Winter Falcon ain’t a passive man. He’s gunning for the kingpin’s head. I think they had a fallin’ out or somethin’ I don’t know. They say he drinks the blood of the people he kills. That he’s fucking Hannibal Lecture or some shit. But from my understandin’ the kingpin will be walkin’ into a trap.”

A trap? Set by the Winter Falcon? This just gets better and better. If the Winter Falcon was thinking about taking the kingpin down then why not let him? Why not just let the entire situation play out and see who’s left standing? “How do they communicate? How do you know it’s going down?”

“They’re fucking Gulags, man, they don’t need to fucking communicate. That shit’s ingrained, fam, they send a signal and everyone comes. That’s how it goes.”

I thought about the information for a moment and then pushed the document over to Nate. “Sign it.”

Nate did and before the ink was dry I snatched it up. The doors opened and two large men came into the room, dragging Nate to his feet. “What the fuck? I thought you said I was being transported to protective custody—”

“Yeah, after twenty-five years served in maximum security,” I said waving my hand. “What? You didn’t read the fine print?” 

Nate snarled, bucking and twisting like mad. “Fuck you, Ashton—you motherfucker!”

I slammed the door shut. He could rot for all I care. We had a kingpin to catch.


      [image: ]Under the scorching California sun, Natalie and I arrived at the country club, dressed in pure white, the epitome of summer elegance. The sun beat down on my head as we stepped onto the pristine grounds of the exclusive venue. The air buzzed with the soft murmur of conversation and the clinking of glasses as the elites gathered on the crisp green lawn.

My mother’s shrill voice cut through the ambient noise, and I winced slightly. “Darling, there you are!” Her exclamation drew the attention of nearby guests, but I approached her with a smile, planting a kiss on her cheek. She wore a wide-brimmed hat and a perfectly tailored white dress, the picture of sophistication.

“Mother,” I replied, stuffing my fists into my pockets. “I thought you said it was a small party.”

“This is small!” she exclaimed, already tipsy. I was tempted to grab the champagne glass out of her hand but her gaze turned to Natalie. “Oh, my goodness is that Natalie? So beautiful.” She twirled Natalie around and her silk dress lifted slightly. “Isn’t she, Ashton?”

Fuck I needed a drink. “Stunning, Mother. As usual.”

“We invited your friends too,” she said, pointing to a group of LAPD detectives. Vanessa and a few other guys from my narcotics team were mewling about the lawn and I cursed under my breath. We weren’t exactly friends. Vanessa was a senior Lieutenant, but ever since I’d joined all she’s done was order me around to get the entire team’s coffee orders. It was embarrassing. Given that I have a master’s degree in both criminology and forensic science. Then again, there was a rumor she was married to some hotshot federal agent in the DEA, who came down every once and a while to make sure nobody fucked with her. That was really the only reason I pretended to be her bitch, even if a tiny piece of me was hoping she’d put in a good word for me.

“Sure. I’ll go say hello,” I muttered. “Stepfather?”

She pointed to a group of people where my stepfather stood dead center. He was a head taller than them, much like me but his mouth was thinned into a hard line. Something must have pissed him off. I swallowed hard but made no attempt to go over just yet.

The scene was a tableau of opulence, with the country club’s manicured lawns providing a luxurious backdrop. Members of high society mingled in small groups, their laughter and animated conversations creating a symphony of privilege. Politicians, some recognizable celebrities, and a few high-ranking officers from the police force stood in clusters, discussing matters that transcended the ordinary.

Natalie and I navigated through the gathering, exchanging pleasantries and polite nods. 

The air was filled with the clinking of champagne flutes and the occasional burst of laughter. As we moved through the crowd, I caught snippets of conversations about politics, business deals, and the latest societal gossip. Fuck I hated these types of parties, but I was well versed in them since I was a kid and knew it would please my parents. Besides, it didn’t hurt to network, especially if I decided to switch departments. Natalie grabbed us both a flute and I drained mine in one single gulp. 

“My parents are here. Do you want to come and say hello?” She beamed up at me.

God. Pretending to be straight was more exhausting than chasing criminals. I forced a smile. “Let me finish this first? Then I’ll come over and say hello.”

“Suits yourself,” Natalie said, then bounced over to them, her blonde curls swaying in the wind. The silk white dress she wore gaped low at the front and hugged her curves nicely. She had a very attractive figure that made several heads turn. We’ve been best friends since childhood so she knew my mood better than most. I didn’t want to be here. I only came because she asked, and I knew I’d hear an earful of it later from my mother and stepfather. Being an only child had no perks if you asked me. I grabbed another glass of champagne, barely tasting the watered-down wine as it fizzled on my tongue.

“What’s this I hear about you being Vanessa Quinn’s bitch,” a gruff voice said behind me, and I froze. Shit. I thought I’d have more time. Turning around slowly, I saw my stepfather’s hulking shadow inching toward me in the fading sunlight. His hair was cropped short against his scalp, wrinkles lined the corners of his face, and a mean scar sliced down his cheek. He stood tall. Controlled. His white polo shirt stretched across his broad chest and his white slacks are pressed to perfection. “I thought the Marines taught you better than that, boy.”

I straightened automatically. “It’s just a misunderstanding. I’ll fix it immediately—”

“I already did,” he sneered, shaking his head. “You come from a line of pure blue bloods and you have them ordering you around like a Goddamn lap dog.” He scoffed. “You’ve got too much of your mother’s blood.”

I held back a flinch at the words. I spent twelve months after graduating high school in the U.S. Marine Corps before moving on to getting my education in criminology. My stepfather knew I was more than capable of handling myself, but since he was like a God to these people, he always saw fit to jump in and ruin things for me. “It won’t happen again, sir.”

“See that it doesn’t,” he clipped. “You’re a Ryan. We practically founded the LAPD, not to mention that Narcotics program you’re in. I’ll speak to Cassandra about having you take on more of a leading role.”

“Dad—”

“Don’t argue with me, you’re more than capable of handling it,” he said gruffly. “And don’t give me that bullshit about respect and working your way up. Their respect for me is enough. Come, I want you to meet a long-time friend of mine, you remember Austin Clemmons, right?”

My heart skipped a beat. 

It took everything in me to keep my muscles locked and not move when he said his name. Austin? The beating of my heart roared in my ears as the crowd parted like the red sea, giving way to a man who stood near the bar, a picture of elegance and grace. 

Five years. That’s how long it’s been. I swallowed hard and followed my stepfather over to Austin who had ordered Sine Qua Non. He took a sip and my throat went dry when I watched his strong Adam’s apple bob. His sandy brown hair was coiffed and styled with product, flecks of auburn at the temple. “Austin, how are you?” my stepfather said, breaking me out of my trance.

“You drink piss and call it wine,” Austin grumbled, his words heavily accented. I could almost taste the Sine Qua Non from his thin cupid’s bow lips. His breath eased forth a spice-infused zephyr. A trace of peppery allure embraces the senses, complemented by hints of exotic spices like cardamom and clove. Austin’s dark eyes were on mine. 

Cold. Alluring. Just like the blackest pits.

“Ashton, you’ve grown taller.”

My palms began to sweat but I held my hand towards him anyway. “Not by much.” We were the same size now. I wasn’t the shrimp I was back in high school or during my first tour in Iraq. Austin’s mouth twitched and I fought the urge to bury my face in his neck, where I knew the scent of his cologne was the thickest. “I’m a LAPD detective now,” I said, feeling like I had to say something to impress him.

“So, you followed your stepfather’s footsteps into the world of ass-licking bureaucracies? How charming.” He took out a smoke, offering it to me. I refused and he smirked. “And you quit smoking? Tell me, how else did they ruin you?”

My stepfather scoffed. “What nonsense are you talking about? And what’s sucking on those cancer sticks going to do but shorten your lifespan? Ashton was right to stop smoking and now he’s got a good job making money.”

“Isn’t that the dream?” Austin drawled, taking a pull. He blew smoke into my face, his eyes flat black. “They have a saying in Romania: Who sows the wind, reaps the storm.”

“Well, we all know how you like to disappear with the wind,” my stepfather grumbled. “Come, tell me of your investments trade. I’d like to hear more about your travels back to Europe, Ivana and I are planning to go back as soon as possible.”

They casually slipped into Romanian and I listened to them talk. We’d lived there for over ten years when I was younger so I was still fluent in it and had somewhat of an accent, although mine wasn’t as thick as Austin’s. I ignored their conversation. All the while feeling the rabbit beat of my pulse and the strum of anxiety throbbing through me. Austin remained perfectly stoic. His elegant hands held the flute and alternated between sipping his wine and smoking. His eyes never left my stepfather’s but I felt them burning a hole through me just the same. Then suddenly I was eighteen again, being flattened against the hard tiles of my indoor swimming pool, the water rushing into my nostrils while Austin hovered above me, held me down by the neck, and fucked into me. It was fast. Brutal. I cried through most of it and when it was done, then I was begging for more.

There was always more. Every year. Every summer. Austin came like the wind, swirling into a thunderstorm. Taking. Always taking. He told me to go to Iraq so I went. He told me to get a degree in justice so I did. For him, I was a slave. A mere puppet with a chain around my neck. I’d do anything for him, but for Austin, it wasn’t like that. It was when I returned from my tour, only to learn he’d gone back to Europe with no plans to return, did it hit me like a ton of bricks exactly what I was to someone like him.

Fun. The joy of childhood summers passed by as fleetingly as sand slipping through an hourglass. I wrote. I called. Austin never responded. Just as well then. I grabbed another drink unable to stomach standing there a second longer and headed for the bathroom. They didn’t notice me leave. Why should they? They’ve been best friends for years and if my stepdad wanted me to stay, he certainly would've said so. 


      [image: ]“Occupied,” a voice muttered as I slipped into, what I thought was an empty side room.

“Shit. Sorry—I—” I stopped dead when I saw Austin standing by the window nursing a scotch, his face backlit by the setting sun and his crisp white shirt almost gleaming in the light. Why was the universe trying to fuck with me? I swallowed hard, ignoring the way my heart skipped a beat when his mouth curved into a delicious smile. “I’ll—Ah—” I cleared my throat. “Hey… are you busy?” I ventured, knowing that I was a little too drunk and a little too emotional to be speaking with him just yet.

“For you? I’m always free.” Austin stuffed his hands into his pockets, staring at me expectantly. He looked… amazing. Even after all these years I felt my face heat again when those obsidian eyes fell on mine. 

“We both know that’s not true,” I muttered, taking a sip of my drink and closing the door. I walked further into the room, circling him in a way I used to when I was younger. It was a familiar play, one that used to send my heart racing. 

Austin chuckled. “It’s true for right now. Tonight, I mean.” 

I tried not to let my eagerness show, but being with him again sent my mind into a tailspin. There was something so magnetic about him that I felt my cheeks flush whenever we were close together. “Fine, how’ve you been? You never… I didn’t hear from you.” For five years, I might add, but I didn’t in case the conversation turned sour.

“Ah, that… well I’ve been busy like I told your father, traveling Europe and such… you understand.”

I really didn’t but I shrugged anyway. “And you’re back?”

“So it seems,” he drawled easily. “Back to some degree.” 

Happiness bubbled up in my chest. “So… then I can see you again?” 

Austin’s mouth kinked. “You’re seeing me now.”

“I meant… not with my parents around.” I flushed, clearing my throat. “Like… alone.” 

Austin stepped closer, his eyes dragging up and down my body. “What for? I won’t be here long.”

I felt myself deflate at that. Time was slipping through my fingertips with this man, and it struck me then that I was desperate to do anything to force him to stay. Here with me. What did it mean? We weren’t in a relationship. All we did was fuck, but Austin had always been someone I held in such high regard. “Still… you haven’t seen the city yet, and I’m sure that’s something you wouldn’t mind doing.” 

“This city smells like horseshit, I’m sure I could do without the tour,” Austin muttered, sipping his drink.

“Still… would you… be interested,” I blurted out, feeling my cheeks grow hot. My palms felt so sweaty and I could hear my heart thundering in my ribcage. It wasn’t like it was before, things were different. 

Austin felt different. His eyes lingered on me a little while longer and his smile grew. 

“You’ve grown up…” He chuckled, then patted my cheeks. “Sure.” He reached into his breast pocket and took out a business card, then quickly scribbled something on the back.

“Good. You haven’t seen the city in a while, I’ll take you around,” I offered, hoping to sound confident.

“Is this a date, Ashton? Are you asking me out? What would your parents say? A man of my age…” He really wasn’t that old, but sometimes I could see that he felt that way.

I laughed. “Not a date. Think of it as a tour, of LA.”

Austin snorted. “Some crackhead tried to steal my loafers on my way in, I could probably do without the tour of LA.”

“A few hours, tops. You can visit my place,” I said, trying not to sound too desperate. “Please? Just this once.”

“Fine, but only because I like you so much.” Austin turned away, uncomfortably. “All right, I have to head out. I have a few investors I need to see. Come visit when you’re ready to take this… tour…” He strung out the word and winked mischievously before heading out the door. 

Was it a date? I chuckled to myself feeling strange and giddy. 

It sounded like one. 

What would my parents think? I shuddered at the thought. My mother and stepfather weren’t exactly welcoming when it came to other homosexuals we knew, my stepfather especially made his opinions known about those types of people. The truth of it was, I didn’t think I was gay. My only sexual encounters happened with Austin. I only ever wanted to be with Austin. Did that make me gay for wanting to be with one person just because that person was a man? I turned over the business card he gave me and read the note scribbled in Austin’s elegant handwriting. 

Stop making that face, Ashton, it is unbecoming. Then beside it, his phone number.


      [image: ]I strolled into the office whistling with a pep in my step, setting down the trays of Starbucks coffee, blueberry muffins, and scones in the conference room. 

“You bought coffee?” Natalie asked, her eyes climbing her forehead. I nodded, setting everything down at the table while the rest of the detectives flocked to the wafting aroma of sweet caffeine in the morning. “And nobody had to threaten you to do it? I’m shocked and slightly disgusted.”

“I’m in a good mood, besides, today’s the big day.”

“Mhmm…” Natalie said, raising a brow. Cassandra strode into the conference room with two new officers on her heels and we immediately took our seats. 

“All right, team, this is Special Agent Andres,” she said, pointing to a tan-skinned muscular man with inky black hair and tattoos wrapped like sleeves down his arms. “And Michaels. They’ll be working closely with us on this case and any subsequent other cases. Since we want to avoid the DEA taking over, we will work closely with a few special agents and see how that goes, and if the feds need to be involved or not. I want everyone on their best behavior, is that understood?”

Everyone nodded. “Great, now from the intel we received,” Cassandra said turning on the projector, “the drop will be happening at midnight tomorrow. That means we’ve got twelve hours to secure the area before going in guns blazing. I need these bastards caught in the act. That way there were no loopholes during the prosecution. Detective Mallory, what have you got for me?”

James Mallory stood, his dark button-up stretched over a firm expanse of muscle. He was their ops leader, in charge of weapons selection and procurement, and tactical planner.

“We’ve got reliable intel that he’ll be at the warehouse overseeing a major transaction.”

He gestured to the screen, where the warehouse layout was illuminated in red and blue lines. “Our point of entry will be here.” Mallory pointed to a side entrance shielded by a cluster of industrial crates. “Quinn, you’ll be on breaching duty. Once the doors open, our priority is securing the main corridor. Jenkins, you and your team will cover the rear entrance. No surprises. We move fast, we move silent.”

Mallory paused, eyes scanning the faces of the task force. “As for weapons, we’re going in heavy. Standard issue sidearms for everyone, but I want shotguns for breaching. We’ll carry M4’s and AR-15’s for close-quarters encounters. Non-lethals for initial engagement. I don’t want casualties unless absolutely necessary.”

He motioned to a table where the arsenal was laid out.

“Now, let’s talk liabilities. Intel suggests the kingpin has hired muscle, heavily armed. Expect resistance. We’ll minimize collateral damage, but if they’re armed, we won’t hesitate. We need to neutralize the threat quickly and secure the target. There’s a playground nearby that would have to be evacuated as soon as possible, parents will be notified that the school will be closed that day due to plumbing issues.” Mallory shifted his attention back to the screen, pointing to potential exits. “Once we’ve got the kingpin in custody, we’ll use the secondary exit here. It leads to an adjacent alley. Secure the perimeter, and we call for extraction. No one leaves until we have the kingpin in cuffs.”

“And the Winter Falcon?” Vanessa asked. “He’s one of the best snipers they’ve got. How do we make sure he doesn’t get the drop on our men while we’re crashing through the warehouse doors?”

“Tail him.” I spoke up for the first time during the meeting. All heads swiveled toward me and I stood, meeting Cassandra’s gaze head-on. “We should tail the Winter Falcon first and foremost. He’ll be stationed up high, probably in one of the abandoned buildings, or better yet, Nate said he doesn’t leave the kingpin’s side, which means he’s a lot closer than we think.” 

Cassandra hesitated. “I don’t know about that, Ryan… little is known about the Winter Falcon.”

“I was able to find some information,” Sullivan said, then changed the projector screen to a few images. “We still don’t have a clear image of his face, but he’s fast. Ryan is right, he’ll most likely be stationed up high, we just need to get to him first. The second we get inside the warehouse he’ll be the first one to start picking us off one by one. Someone should make sure that doesn’t happen. But here”—Sullivan clicked to grotesque images of dismembered bodies, heads crushed like mincemeat and spilled all over the ground—“a rival gang Bratva Vlasi.”

“That doesn’t sound very Siberian,” Special Agent Andres pointed out with a frown.

“It’s a mix of Russian and Romanian, which is strange given that these two languages are very different and don’t tend to mix well, I don’t think this was a rival gang at all, but a warning to people who try to cross the kingpin.” Sullivan changed the images again and this time it was of a row of men, beheaded, all of them having similar tattoos to Nate’s. “You see this?” He zoomed in to the pits of flesh on the ground. “They cut out their stars on their shoulders to mark them as traitors.” 

A somber silence fell over the room. Everyone here knew exactly who they were dealing with when it came to the kingpin and his methods of punishment, but this was enough to make anyone’s stomach roil. Sullivan turned to Cassandra. “I think we need a tail on the Winter Falcon, just in case anything was to go wrong. We risk heavy casualties without one.”

“Fine,” Cassandra responded. “Are you willing to take this on, Ryan?”

I nodded, gearing up for a fight. “I can remain in the area. I’ll get in and out and make it clean, by the time you start your raid I’ll have him in custody.”

“All right team,” Cassandra spoke, her hand on her jutted hip. “We’ve trained for this. Stay sharp, trust your team, and let’s bring this kingpin to justice. Tomorrow night, we end this.”


      [image: ]The night hung heavy with tension as I zipped up my black tactical gear, the weight of anticipation settling over me like a shroud. Once we were ready, we headed out into an unmarked SWAT vehicle. The air crackled with readiness as my team geared up, each member focused on the mission ahead.

Natalie’s nerves manifested in the rhythmic bounce of her knee, and I instinctively clamped my hand down on her thigh, offering a silent reassurance. Natalie relaxed instantly, tendrils of her blonde hair escaping her helmet. A grateful smile passed between us, but my gaze remained fixed ahead. Tonight, everything hinged on capturing the kingpin. This was big and could change the trajectory of my career.

The warehouse loomed in the distance, a shadowy fortress harboring the elusive target. As we parked several blocks away, a flurry of movement near the building door caught my attention. Things were about to start. I nodded to Cassandra, who donned her tactical gear and disappeared into a nearby building. Sullivan was set up there, no doubt already monitoring the operation with his surveillance equipment. I gave Natalie’s arm a tight squeeze and then slithered down the nearest alleyway blending in with the shadows. The moon was full, hanging like a guillotine over our heads as I took the nearest exit to slip inside through the back door. 

A few figures lingered, smoking near the entrance, but I moved stealthily while their attention wavered. The massive warehouse greeted me with high ceilings and crumbling walls, wires dangling like serpents in the dim light. The scent of dampness clung to the air, almost like there was a past flood that had left its mark on the decaying structure.

Climbing the stairs, my boots were silent on the worn steps. I kept my eyes low, senses heightened. The radio buzzed with hushed communications as I reached the top and slipped into the shadows. A glint of silver caught my attention, and there he was—the Winter Falcon.

His silhouette moved with a predatory grace, a figure of mystery and danger. I gripped my weapon, the cold metal a reassurance in my hands. I couldn’t take him out from this far away, but I noticed a wraparound balcony at the very top which he was perched on. My eyes landed on an exit nearby and I slid inside, my heart pulsating in my fingertips.

“Found him. Standby, I’m moving in.”








  
  

three

Contract of the Heart





There isn’t much that can take me by surprise. Doing one tour in Iraq and then heading to the police force left little to the imagination for the number of horrors I’d seen. However, when I lined up my scope, the Winter Falcon coming into view, something fluttered in my stomach, it was too quick, like the beat of butterfly wings and I was immediately deterred by the warning. Radio static buzzed in my ears and I ignored most of it, keeping my eyes on the target. 

“You’re clear, Ashton, take the shot.”

I listened for any sounds of movement ahead, tracking the stack of crates high enough to keep me hidden for the next ten minutes, then pulled the trigger. The bullet zipped from the sniper’s barrel, a deadly whisper in flight. Yet, my aim, honed through countless hours of preparation, faltered in the crucial moment. The silenced round sailed just above the Winter Falcon’s head, missing its mark.

Fuck. The Winter Falcon’s head popped up, he swung his rifle, his arms braced against the floor, scanning across the top of the crate maze before he stilled and then fired. The bullet whipped past me and exploded into the crates a hairbreadth away from my head. How could I miss? I repositioned myself, wondering why everything just seemed so off to me, but I stamped it down as nerves and got back into position. I needed to take this guy out or else he’d be picking off our agents like crabs in a barrel. But too much adrenaline was coursing through me, adding to the built-up tension with nowhere to go, finally exploding at the wrong time. 

I was too eager when I saw the Winter Falcon inch back almost like he was retreating.

For a moment I rested my finger on the trigger, letting a calm wash over me while fury sharpened my instincts like a blade. Then I took the shot and missed once again. By now the warehouse was alight with fury, even though it’s a sniper it would be hard to miss the burst of debris coming from the hall walls.

“Ashton, we’re moving in!” Cassandra’s voice barked in my ear.

“Negative. I haven’t taken him out—”

“Then take him out. We’re moving in. That’s an order.”

I sucked air through my teeth, trying not to let my shaking hands get the best of me. Take him out? If only it were that simple. Yet everything around him seemed off-kilter, as if the world were tipping on its axis and I was spiraling down. The black-clad figure slipped further into the shadows along the metal supports that lined the ceiling railing like a grid. Which was inching out of the sniper scope’s reach. The warehouse door burst open, shouts and screams erupted below and I knew I needed to act fast. I fired again, wanting to make sure the Winter Falcon didn’t catch wind of what was happening and take aim at our officers, but I was too slow.

The first shot ripped through Vanessa, sending her hurtling over a table of vials and cookware, shattering the glass as she fell into a heap of limbs onto the stone floor. Fucking hell. I fired again, but way too slow. The sloppy trajectory barely grazed the lower wall. The Winter Falcon inched back further until he was fully engulfed in darkness with nothing but the nuzzle of his gun sticking out from the shadows. He took out Rodriguez next, piercing armor like whispers through a torn veil. The men below were scrambling, I could hear Cassandra screeching in my ears, the sound juddering up my spine but my feet were welded to the spot. 

Do something. I fired again, and this time it grazed his black-clad shoulder blade; it wasn’t enough to be lethal, but was enough to make him start, halting his progress for a moment before inching further out to try and spot my position. Then he was packing up, stuffing his weapon in a sleek black case and slipping further into the shadows. 

“He’s going to run. I’m on it!”

“Wait—we don’t have eyes up there—” Cassandra exclaimed, but I was already on my feet, pounding across the railing and climbing the warehouse stairs three at a time. “Andres, follow him!” Whatever else she said was drowned out by the beating of my own heart while I drew my weapon. This bastard had taken out five of our men, maybe more if I hadn’t been so distracted and missed all my shots. Most of them could already be dead and that would be on me. 

I tried not to let the guilt claw me open. Vanessa had two children and even though she rode my ass hard I never once ever wanted to see her hurt or dead. A figure darted out towards an open window, backlit by the swinging luminous lights. I tried to line up a shot, watching the oversized rifle that the shooter carried bounce on his back with how hard his feet were beating against the concrete. I tracked the acrobatic way the shooter moved, rounding through the metal grid, eating up the space between him and the window like a panther.

The Winter Falcon’s stance was powerful, his muscles bunched and bulged with each step that left me with no doubt in my mind that this man was ex-military. An assassin, certainly one of the best because there’d be no way he’d be here if he wasn’t. Guarding the kingpin, a man nobody had ever seen but terrorizes the citizens like a monster crawling from the abyss. My lungs cinched as I raced after him. There was slight movement below and I see Andres’s sleek form run in time below me, him darting through the maze of crates like a cornfield. 

I ignored the litter of dead bodies below, the shouts, screams, and the wails of despair, and focused solely on getting the target. This man had been impossible to pin down. He strikes from the shadows and leaves almost no trace, except a cooling body and a bullet lodged in the victim’s skull. Always one shot. However, when he seemed to have me in his sights, the bastard had fucking missed. I tried not to ponder that too hard because it didn’t matter why or how he missed. The Winter Falcon just officially made himself the enemy of the state and I’d bring this bastard to justice.

I only had one chance to do what nobody ever had, which was to bring him in. I snarled, pumping my legs faster and faster, sprinting full speed down the corridors after him. I’d see him up close. Look into his eyes and he’d know it was me who took him down. 

“Freeze!” I shout when within striking distance but the man kept going, undeterred, heading straight for the second-story window. There’s no way out from there unless we read the floor plan wrong, but my instincts were screaming at me that nothing was what it seemed. 

I fired again, but was too eager and I fucking missed. The bullet ricocheted off the wall right in front of him, exploding debris, but he kept moving. Damnit I can’t keep this up. 

I’d lose him for sure the second he rounded the bend and launched himself out the window. Breathe. I lined up my 9MM aiming for his chest and fired. The second bullet whizzed past his shoulder, but the Winter Falcon leaped over the railing, grabbing a metal bar in the ceiling for support before jumping onto the next fucking stairwell. He swung with impossible grace, landing on a step below, a far enough drop that it would have surely broken his leg if he hadn’t rolled at the exact right time to minimize the impact. The momentum of that roll took him straight down the stairwell and he ducked into a hidden room. 

Fuck. I propelled myself after him, fury and frustration rushing at me all at once. It’s… less agile, to say the least. This was a man of bulk and speed, while I was clamoring after him like a windless buffoon. Fuck this bitch ass warehouse. Why are there so many twists and turns? I was ready to burn the place to the ground. The second I got inside the room, I remembered to keep my eyes peeled just before something hard came barreling into me. 

I wasn’t prepared, that much was clear when we both went tumbling into wooden crates, the force sending several of them toppling behind us. He’s big. The sheer size of him was enough to punch the air from my lungs. 

“Freeze!” Andres shouted behind him and the man swung me around, reversing our position so that if Andres took the shot, he’d shoot me in the back. Fucker. We grappled for several moments, he was breathing heavily, his shoulders heaving with it, and through the black mask, I could see his dark eyes staring straight ahead at me. 

There was tension there too, visible in the bunch and release of his muscles in that skin-tight black ensemble, which felt somewhat familiar. His fists came barreling toward my face and I couldn’t ponder it for too long because he was on me; pain exploded in my kidney, and I crumpled around it. My 9MM flew out of my hands, skittering on the floor while Andres shouted obscenities behind me. There was no clear shot, not with the way this man was twirling and twisting me onto the ground, hitting at every part as if he were feral. I managed to get in a few punches too… well some. I landed a vicious blow to his sternum, causing him to flinch back but he covered it with a roll and disappeared behind the crates.

“We lost him, call it in—wait—” 

I went gunning after him, ignoring Andres’s cries of disbelief as I tackled the sniper to the ground. We both went down hard, but he bucked and turned like a fucking bronco beneath me. I held firm. I’m wiry but I knew my moves were powerful and I tore off my mask. That shit was just getting in the way at this point. The bastard could look into my eyes and know that it was me that brought him down, it didn’t matter that I was blowing my cover. 

I was taking him in. The man snarled like a wild beast when I got my arm around his throat in a crushing chokehold, he wriggled beneath me with enough force to jar me, but I held firm until I felt the fight begin to bleed out of him. Only when his body was loose and limp, did I see the skin from where his mask was creeping up. Reaching down I yanked it off, but he twisted from my grip and punched me hard in the face. I reeled back as if stung, because yeah, that shit hurt like a fucking bitch, but I didn’t let up for a moment. 

He was out of air and I straddled his hips even though he wheezed and writhed like mad beneath me, trying to escape. His fingers dug into my thigh, clawing at my hips, reaching for my butcher’s knife at the side of my holster, but I was much faster. Therewas a sense of triumph thrumming through me, forcing me to withstand the torrent of blows of his fists. Maybe it’s the feel of him that had me suddenly gasping, subconsciously or not, but I could already sense that something was inherently wrong.

I shoved it aside and did what I’ve been itching to do since the bastard got the drop on me and I yanked off his mask, exposing his face to the luminous lights. 

Later, thinking back on the disastrous moment, I might realize that I had actually played myself in the grand scheme of things. That the person I’d grown to care for was nothing more than shadows and ash, a cruel play of a beautiful shell that was nothing more than an empty husk. 

Austin was gasping up at me. 

His obsidian eyes were lethal, shining with an obscene amount of rage or possibly hate. They inched wider, his brows climbing his forehead as if he was just as shocked as I felt. Black pits twitch across my skin, tracking the blood filling my mouth and dipping down to my throbbing cheeks.

A red-hot dagger twisted in my stomach, spearing right into my spine. Not Austin. The Winter Falcon. The sniper. The man who killed half our crew with one single shot. With one bullet. The horror of it all finally caught up to me and my lungs cinched as if filling with copious amounts of water.

Austin’s eyes darted to the left and I saw Andres clamoring around the crates, winded, barking orders into his radio earpiece. “We’ve got him. Arrest him. Take the shot!”

The shot? My eyes flew down to the gun in my holster. It’s not my 9MM, that was long gone, but this one was just as useful, but for some reason, I couldn’t make my hand move to grab it. At first, I was too busy staring into those dark soulless eyes, remembering the weight and feel of his body just a few years ago when he took me hard and fast against the bathroom counter. We have a date.

It was an asinine thought really, and one that justified the tears stinging my eyes and threatening to blaze a fire path down my cheeks. I was breathless from the run and the pain throbbing in my chest and cheeks, the sheer adrenaline of almost having my fucking head taken off, and now I felt mostly shock, the tingling awareness giving way to a shrilling noise in my skull. Austin laid back, calm but wilted, there was a flicker of emotion there, but he shuttered it away, like a window slamming shut. “Take your shot.”

I really fucking hated this game, like I said earlier, I never knew the rules, and everything became more and more confusing as time went on. We both knew I wouldn’t. I couldn’t take the shot. Austin was…

I swallowed hard around the knot in my throat, eyes swimming and the radio buzzing like static in my ear. Andres was creeping closer, his shadow almost upon us and it was in that exact moment that Austin moved like the devil. He bucked me hard and then tore my butcher’s knife from my holster, dragging it across my cheek. I jerked back from the blow, the pain like a sharp needle as he wriggled away and darted out the open door, where golden light was inching forward.

“Why didn’t you take the shot!” Andres screamed, running over to me and fisting my shirt, hauling me up. He was saying something. His lips were moving, his mouth twisting into a snarl, but I could hear nothing. It was too late to register that the pain in my cheek wasn’t from my knife, but from my gun and that I wasn’t cut… I was shot.

Austin shot me, then fled. 

It did nothing more than graze my cheek, a warning perhaps, but it was enough to send me reeling. I was compromised… that was much was clear. There’d be questions for why I didn’t take the shot, an investigation, a formal inquiry as to why I choked at the last minute, and yet… I felt far removed from everything.

Time slowed down and I wondered if my head might explode from the pressure. Andres was speaking rapidly, mixing his words from Spanish curses back to English in a spew that sounded almost like nonsense to me. All my life I obeyed Austin, whether I wanted to acknowledge it or not, but he was the sun I orbited since he took me at age eighteen. It struck me then, that for once in my life I disobeyed him.

Take your shot, he’d said.

I didn’t move. I didn’t even try. However, Austin did, his shot was timely aimed and pierced me right through the heart.


      [image: ]The aftermath was bloody. I sat in the back of the EMS vehicle watching the dead bodies being carted away on stretchers, zipped up like black cocoons, and sent to the morgues to be frozen and pumped with chemicals before being lowered into the earth. 

My heart lurched when I saw Vanessa, her brown hair matted with blood and there was a hole in the side of her head that looked like a cracked coconut. They zipped her up too in one of those black cocoons, wheeling her away with the rest. My stomach dry heaved and I stamped down the wave of bile rushing up my throat. Nimble hands dabbed at my cheeks and chin, the EMS doctors working to patch me up quickly. I’ll need stitches, they said, and if I was paying attention, perhaps more, but I was far too busy watching my sergeant stride toward me like a fucking bull.  

“Are you okay?” Cassandra demanded, but I could tell this was all just formalities. 

Five agents dead. Several more wounded. I was the only one with a clear shot of the Winter Falcon and I happened to miss each and every time. It was the worst fuck up in the history of fuck ups and I doubt I’d have a job left once Cassandra was finished with me. My tongue was cloven to the roof of my mouth, making it impossible to form words so I ended up saying nothing.

“We’ll talk once your better,” she stated, then pivoted sharply. Her dark curls were pulled into a tight bun, but it was her face etched with wrinkles that really made my stomach plummet. Cassandra was a good sergeant. She worked hard and hated losing people on the force. From what I knew, she was married to her job and had no relations outside of it. We’d met at one of my stepfather’s soirees where she’d given me a cool once over and called me “distractingly pretty” to which my stepfather sputtered, and I immediately took offense. Now she looked at me with a thinly veiled disgust, which was just as well anyway.

If only she really knew the truth. The knot in my throat grew, suffocating me with each breath. Austin was the Winter Falcon and with my bodycam footage, soon everyone would know that too.








  
  

four

Echoes of Betrayal





Vanessa’s funeral was a somber gathering, where tear-streaked faces shared memories, and the weight of loss hung heavy in the air like a veil of grief. We wore our uniforms and shot a round off into the sky while the jets painted the clouds with red and blue in the 21 Shotgun salute. She was a veteran and died in the line of duty fighting for freedom. Three children huddled towards their father, burying their wet faces into the crook of his straining neck as they lowered his wife into the ground. My stomach turned and it took everything to remain standing in the line while they finished the service. Sharp whispers reached my ears as video footage of my fuck-up stretched to the four corners of the precinct. 

Needless to say, I didn’t stay there much longer. It was enough that my cheek had several stitches and that I’d somehow dislocated my shoulder while tackling Austin to the ground, without the emotional ache of having failed my team and everyone around me. The news broke like a dam, my stepfather was brought in and questioned, and everyone in the vicinity was interrogated about the man formally known as Sergei Vladmir, the Russian investor that was actually a kingpin sniper. Nobody knew anything of course, it was one dead end after the next, and by the time Cassandra called us into the conference room, we were even more defeated than ever before. Special Agents Andres and Michaels were rumored to suggest the DEA step in now, since Sergei Vladimir could have been a Russian spy, most likely KGB or whatever the fuck it was called now, a sleeper in the USA threatening national security. 

I felt… numb. Not even the weight of his betrayal could motivate me to do anything but sit there and take it. The hurls of insults of me freezing on the job, the knowledge that five agents died because of me. Because I was too weak. My breath hitched, but I forced myself to focus on Cassandra who was standing in the middle of the conference room, with a grave expression.

“Well…” Sergeant Chambers said, her hands balled into fists, resting on her hips. “I don’t know where to start…” It seemed nobody else knew either because the room was as silent as a crypt. “Sullivan… Ah—what have you got?”

He turned on the projector and it filled with several mug shots of Austin’s face. “Alias Sergei Vladmir, but his legal name is Austin Clemmons, it sounds strange I know, but he had it changed several years ago and currently goes by that now. Austin speaks five languages including Italian, Romanian, Russian, and English fluently. He’s got dual citizenship in the United States, United Kingdom, and Russia, flies home every few months, he’s wanted for murder in several states. Most of it is armed assault charges. 

“His mother was English and his father was Russian, he spent most of his time in England before he was sent to boarding school in Russia where he spent nine years in prison before being recruited by the KGB. Both his parents are dead, no other familial relationships, and from what I’m told,” Sullivan said, then clicked the projector off, “his relationship with the kingpin is a mystery, but it’s more than likely they met in prison or during their time with the KGB.”

“Good work, Sullivan. Mallory? Was there anything else you noticed?” Cassandra asked, flipping through some of the paperwork.

“Yeah,” Mallory said. “I’ve reviewed the bullets from the sniper, turns it they’re from a specialized weaponry made in Russia, it dates back actually to the Soviet Union era, but it’s more like a custom design. There are few people who do this sort of thing in the USA, so I tracked it back to an arms dealer in California, our team is moving in as we speak.”

“Excellent,” Cassandra said. “How about—”

“With all due respect, Chief,” Andres interrupted. “But I don’t think it’s best you do any more investigation until the DEA arrives. A man from the KGB who was most likely leaking USA intelligence to Russia is so far beyond your jurisdiction it’s within a different stratosphere.” 

Cassandra’s mouth thinned into a hard line. “He’s working with the kingpin who is in our jurisdiction, I don’t believe this has gone international yet, so let’s not get our skirts up over our heads just yet, Special Agent Andres.”

“Trust me, you don’t want to see my skirt over my head,” Andres muttered back. 

“It doesn’t matter. We’ll take down Austin and bring him in alive. I’m putting together a special task force team to hunt the bastard down and bring him in. The team will go as follows, Detective Esmeralda Lopez, Lieutenant Derek Blackwood, Detective Natalie Mercer, and lastly Detective Leo Harrington, report for duty at once. We move out in four days.”

I watched them all mobilize realizing with a start that she neglected to call my name. Natalie shot me a pitying look and touched my shoulder, but I was already out of my seat and following Sergeant Chambers out the door. “Sarge, can I have a moment—”

“Make sure the agents are fully vetted,” she said to Special Agent Andres who was trailing behind her. “I want everyone prepped with  Sullivan and Mallory ready with all the protective gear we can muster, we won’t move in until we know the place is secure.”

“On it,” Andres said, his gaze slanted toward me, but he said nothing and walked away. Cassandra’s hips swayed as I followed her toward her office, her Gucci shoes clicking on the linoleum floors. She dropped a stack of paper onto her desk without sparing me a single glance. Fuck it was worse than I thought and now that I was in front of her, I wasn’t sure what I could say to make her reconsider her decision not to include me on the special task force.

“Sarge, look I’ll—”

“Ryan, I’ll save your breath. No. My answer will be no. I don’t care what half-ass baked apology you have to tell me right now, it’ll be no. I’ve got the bureau breathing down my fucking neck and internal affairs itching to nail me to the wall. Sergei Vladmir? Christ! I was laughing with the bastard last week! Not to mention, he’s known your stepfather for years. We’re all compromised, Ryan. Now, get the fuck out of my office and go do something useful.”

“Ma’am, with all due respect, that’s why I need to be on this task force. I know—”

“You know what? There’s no way I can put you on this task force. It would fuck everything six ways from Sunday, Ryan. Now get out. I won’t say it again.”

“Cassandra,” I pleaded. “I can do this. Just give me a chance to—just let me try—”

“I’ve given you enough chances!” she snapped. “Don’t you think your daddy’s pulled enough strings? You weren’t even supposed to be on the team, if it wasn’t for him, you wouldn’t be. You’d be back on the front lines taking orders and barking like a dog! Now, I’ve got five agents dead. Several are in critical condition all because of you. Stay out of it, Ryan.” 

I felt the words as if I’d been slapped. It was all true either way, it was because of me and my carelessness. Cassandra went back to reviewing the files, effectively dismissing me. I swallowed hard and walked out of the room, ignoring Natalie calling my name. Ever since it happened, I hadn’t had time to process everything, but when it all came crashing down, I was left spiraling in a strange vortex with no end in sight. 

Sergei. No, Austin Clemmons had deceived all of us and the worst thing about it was that I let him go. I freed him when he should have been caught and wrangled with all the other caged beasts. He was a monster. I should have seen it and maybe I did, but I was far too enraptured to care. I went home sick for the rest of the day, drowning myself in vodka, hoping I’d find the answers at the end of the bottle.


      [image: ]I awoke to the persistent buzzing of my cell phone on the table, my head throbbing like a hammer relentlessly pounding against my skull. The lingering scent of vodka hung heavily in the air as I staggered to my feet, nearly retching from the remnants of the past few days’ drinking binge. Glancing at the caller ID, I saw my stepfather’s name flash for the fifteenth time. I clicked it off, dismissing any inclination to answer.

My legs felt like wet noodles as I stumbled around my apartment, eventually finding my way to the kitchen. I grabbed a bottle of water and gulped it down, the cool liquid providing a momentary respite. Five agents dead. I tore out another bottle and drowned the thoughts with the taste of vodka and regret.

Their blood was on my hands, a burden I shook under as I stumbled back into the living room. The penthouse exuded the standard opulence—high-rise ceilings, and floor-to-ceiling windows framing the LA skyline. Money was never a concern growing up; the Ryans were a wealthy family, a status I often took for granted. But then he came into our lives.

Austin held a different kind of wealth, one unrelated to money—a sophistication that was like a connoisseur’s delight, distilled and aged like fine whisky. As a young boy, I yearned to bask in his presence, absorbing some of that elusive elegance that set him apart. I wanted him before I even knew what the word “gay” meant, and maybe he’d seen it. The way I felt about him, I could never explain with words, he was just something I chased but could never possess, and even now he felt like he was worlds apart.

A date? How foolish. I think about my opulent apartment, how it’s all steel and chrome, granite countertops, and flawless edges. How would any of this impress a man like Austin? Who’d seen the world? Dined in castles? Drank scotch with the president of Denmark and played polo with the queen’s cousin. Then again, Sergei Vladimir wasn’t real.

Austin Clemmons was. It was so bizarre to go from one name to the next and I found myself unwilling to wrap my head around it. He’d forever be Austin in my mind, the name I called out in the throes of sun-kissed passion, and even now when my cock hardened at the memory of him when he first entered me all those years ago. Pressed down against the tiles, water rushing into my throat, filling my lungs in a slow, but deadly suffocation, I thought of nothing else but him. The weight of his hand against my neck, my screams that gave way to blistering, mind-numbing pleasure. I wasn’t gay. At least, I didn’t think I was. Austin and I just happened to fit in a way that couldn’t be matched with any other, at least I thought so.

I braced a hand against the window, sipping from the bottle, not caring how it sloshed like acid around in my stomach. The twinkling lights blurred like I was opening my eyes under water and I tripped back onto my couch, annoyed when the liquor sloshed onto the plush leather seats. Oh well. It’s not like anyone visited me anyway. I was just about to turn on the T.V. when I noticed a magazine I don’t normally read, sprawled out on the coffee table.

Huh… My brow furrowed and the hair on my arms bristled with the creepy, crawling sense that I was being watched. I reached for my gun, just in time for a figure to dart out of the shadows. Fuck. I leaped off the couch, but I was too drunk and ended up faltering, and then in a blink of an eye I was slammed against the window, my head almost cracking against the thick glass panels. The gun was knocked out of my hand and clattered to the floor. Notes of Sicilian lemon and petitgrain mingled with the rich warmth of amber filled my nostrils and my heart jammed into my throat. 

“So…” a voice drawled. “You finally found me.” 

My fists flew before I even registered it. Pain and humiliation seared my cheeks as he fought to subdue me, locking me in a hard, muscled grip. Austin was a few meters taller than me, but where we were similar in height, he was much bulkier. His sandy-brown hair was perfectly coiffed, and a slow smile dragged across his lips as he looked down at me with those dark eyes. “Get the fuck off me,” I said, my voice low and deadly.

“Stop making that face, Ashton, it’s really unbecoming.” Sergei—Austin spoke. The words were said in that same Russian guttural tilt, but all it did was serve to punch a hole through my chest. 

“Get out of here. Now. I won’t say it again.” Rage was fizzling inside my veins and I was ready to attack. He inched closer ignoring the warning glare I shot him and licked the shell of my ear. “No. I said no.”

“You always say no, but we both know you don’t mean it.” Austin chuckled and then pulled back. “Can we talk? Not fight, but talk. I’m sure you have questions.”

“I have nothing to say to you,” I hissed.

“No… but I have some things I want to say to you… come now, Ashton. Let’s talk, at least for the last time.”

I hated the way my heart skipped a beat at that. What did he mean? Where was he going? The confusion must have flittered over my face because the bastard’s smile grew impossibly wider like a shark. He pulled away and sat on the couch, legs crossed and gazing at me expectantly. “So… this is your apartment?” He gazed around, noting how there were pizza boxes on the countertops and day-old dishes piling up in the sink. “I like what you’ve done with the place. It seems like you’ve been embracing the avant-garde aesthetic of ‘lived-in chic.’ An exhibit on the life of a modern, busy, and slightly lazy individual. A masterpiece, really. Bravo, although I’m not sure how you managed to get pizza on the ceiling, but then again, I’m sure you have your ways.”

“Shut up,” I spat, my hands curling into fists. He didn’t get to do that, come into my house and act like I was there to cater to him after everything he’s done. Five agents were killed because of him. This man—this creature—I was sleeping with for the past ten years. “What the hell do you want?”

He regarded me for several moments before he spoke. “A trade.”

“What kind of trade?”

The skin around his mouth tightened. “You’re a LAPD detective, no? Surely, you understand the inner workings of these things. A plea deal, so to speak. You give me something I want and I’ll give you something you want, fair?”

A plea deal? There was no way he would go to prison willingly. Then again, maybe what Nate told me was true and the Winter Falcon and the kingpin were at odds. I chewed it over in my alcohol muddle brain for several moments, trying to figure out what his angle was. “What can you give me that I’d want?”

Austin’s lips hooked into his cheeks. “You’re a bit too slow for my liking, Ashton, and I’m getting tired of playing this game with you.”

Too bad, I thought viciously, feeling a prick of annoyance at his derisive tone. We could draw this shit out as long as possible until I understood exactly what he wanted from me. Austin stood then, coming into my space and crowding me back into the window. He leaned forward, pressing his thumb beneath my jaw, against my fluttering pulse. “You’re hurt…” he stated, the minty smell of his breath washing over my cheeks. “I never meant to mar such perfection, had I known…” He stilled and then pulled away, his mask slipping back into place. “You were always such a child, Ashton. So hurt at everything I did and said, even now you can barely suppress your fury.”

How could I not? I wanted to scream but swallowed it back like a hot coal. He never understood what he did to me, I barely understood it most days, but I hated myself for feeling like this. Want curled into my stomach, making me ache for him. For something I know he could never have the capacity to give.

“Should I be?” 

He snorted. “Such emotions are useless to me, now down to business, yes? In two days, I will come again. Don’t say anything, just go along with it. Like I said earlier, I’m tired of these games, Ashton, yours and mine. I want to be rid of this… kingpin. And you are the only person who can help me do that.”

“Why now?” I asked, slipping back into detective mode. “You’ve been protecting the bastard for years, why now have you decided to turn on him?” 

Austin’s mouth twitched. “Let’s just say… I’ve been compromised too.”

What did that mean? I frowned but he was already heading toward the front door. “Don’t worry, Ashton. I’ll see myself out. In two days, I will find you again.” Then the door slammed shut. I scrambled after him, but my feet wouldn’t listen, and ended up sliding on the hardwood floors. I got to the door just as it closed and stared at it, frowning. Before moving in, my parents had installed a triple lock system, not to mention the entire door was made out of solid oak. I’m very good with locks, Ashton. You know that, he’d said once.

“Fucker,” I spit, but I pressed my hand against it, trying to quell the hammering in my chest.


      [image: ]I stumbled into the precinct wearing my signature red aviator sunglasses, a hangover clinging to me like a persistent shadow. My mouth tasted like something had crawled in and died. As I stepped off the elevator onto my floor, clutching a cup of black coffee, the place buzzed with activity. Natalie approached me with a half-smile.

“Well, you look like you’ve gone five rounds with a dump truck and lost,” she remarked.

“Funny. So do you,” I replied, my voice hoarse. “What’s going on?”

Natalie shrugged. “I don’t know, but something big. They caught a big fish. We’re waiting for the briefing, and Cassandra specifically asked for you to be there.”

That caught my attention. I thought I was benched after my screw-up on the field. The special task force headed into the conference room, with Cassandra tapping her heels impatiently at the front. We took our seats just as Special Agent Michaels stepped to the front.

“Okay. Everything is in place, tomorrow we move out. I want it clean and fast, with minimal stops on the road. Our agents have their ears to the ground and there’ll be trouble. And lots of it, but I’m confident we can get to Atlanta by the end of the week. We go clean. Unmarked vehicles, full tactical gear.”

I was so lost and I looked to Natalie for support, only to find her scribbling the information down in her notebook. Cassandra seemed to realize I was in the room and her expression shifted from impatient to downright annoyed. “Special Agent Michaels, you’ll have to catch Detective Ryan up to speed.”

His mouth twitched and he looked like he’d just been derailed. “Uh—sure. We can do a formal interrogation and then—”

“A formal interrogation for what?” I asked, finally finding my voice.

“Mr. Clemmons—or Austin I should say,” Michaels replied, as he shoved his thick-rimmed glasses higher on his nose using his index finger. “He’s agreed to testify against the kingpin, not without a hefty plea deal, which I’m sure fucked us way more than it did him, but it was too good to pass up.”

Wait, the bastard was serious about it? My thoughts flashed back to that night, which to be honest, I half convinced myself was a fevered dream and realized that it was true. Austin surrendered. The thought made my stomach swoop and a wave of despair crashed over me. 

“Y-You caught him? You managed to pick him up?” I asked, incredulous, since he’d been elusive for years and the last time we ran into him, we barely managed to escape with our lives. Special Agent Andres shot me a strange look, his mouth curling in anger.

“No,” he spoke. “He surrendered. To us.”

What? Now that was even more bizarre. All eyes in the room were staring at me, even Cassandra was watching very closely. Was I missing something? Heat crawled over my face and for one horrifying second, I thought that perhaps Austin had told them about us. Impossible. I dismissed it as soon as it entered my mind and kept my face impassive.

“The kingpin’s been identified?” I asked, feeling choked up.

“Not necessarily… but if we can get someone to identify who we think it might be, it’ll be the first lead we’ve had in years,” Special Agent Michaels replied. “The government isn’t going to pass this up so we’ll take it.”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t respond. None of this was making sense and I could do nothing but stand there with my feet rooted to the floor trying to understand what was happening.

“It was strange, homie…” Andres replied, his words filling the silence I left open like a crack between the door. “He only asked for one thing and that was for you to be a part of the transport.” 

I’m tired of these games, Ashton. Yours and mine, Austin had said a few nights ago. Was this a game too? Was he trying to fuck with me? I watched the puzzlement give way to suspicion on all their faces. Austin clearly had an agenda for dragging me down into this. My fury sprang to life and I dug my fingers into the sides of my slacks. If he signed a deal, that meant he was officially their witness in a federal case, thus falling under their protection. It was a smart move. A bold move at that. One that would save the bureau from complete annihilation. 

It was a win for Cassandra and the rest of the team, but I knew better. The meeting carried on and we were set to move out in twenty-four hours. It was a good plan. Flawless.

And yet, why did it feel like we were all dolls, twisting and jerking, to the march of Austin Clemmons, pulling the strings?
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